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in  media(s)  res:  learning  in  transi1on
How  do  the  ways  students  use  technology  reflect/affect  
the  ways  they  learn?  Do  students  use  technology  any  
differently  in  college  than  they  do  in  high  school?
emma  cole
In Media(s) Res: Learning in Transition 
Emma Cole 
My grandparents bought a whole library of VHS tapes: I don’t 
think they realized it was possible for the format to become 
totally obsolete as fast as it did. A movie that has been around for, 
say, fifty years (and movies in general have only been around for 
about a hundred years) has already been through reel, tape, DVD, 
and digital streaming formats. 
  
 Reflective transitions occur when moving from one learning space to 
another in a rhetorical manner. Learning sticks if it permeates our experience. 
When learning and conversation take place in the same plane, transitions 
between spaces along that plane are easy. But a new dimension complicates 
these transitions. By necessity, the wave of students currently entering college 
is a population of identity-hoppers. A growing number of people create at least 
two main, distinct identities that encompass all of their contextual identities. An 
immersed user has just as many contexts under her “virtual” identity as she 
does under her “natural” identity: two planes where learning spaces exist.  
My interest in rhetorical transitions stems from my desire to find ways 
to bridge those learning spaces and to develop a way of investigating and 
evaluating the activity in them. We know that students shift learning modes on 
a regular basis, but are they having successful transitions between their 
experiences? If the purpose of an entry-level college writing class is to enable 
students to see themselves as writers across contexts (Downs and Wardle, pp. 
552-84), then the purpose of my project is to enable students to see themselves 
as writers in virtual contexts by building user-owned bridges across learning 
spaces. Bridges like this could enable students to make connections between 
their school writing and reading strategies and their virtual reading and writing 
strategies by cultivating reflective transitions. 
Transitional Society 
Our society is increasingly literate and students write and talk all the 
time. However,  new and emerging literacies are still being treated as separate 
from the subject of literacy, when in fact they are just new iterations among 
continuously transitioning forms for the same content (Leu et al., 2009). Rapid 
changes in form often produce disconnects like this one. Throughout history 
there have been revolutions in culture, education, and technology, but as time 
goes by they occur with increasing frequency: no sooner can we adjust to a new 
mode of communication than another takes its place.  
Here is one of my favorite examples of how quickly technologies can 
change: most people my age or older remember VHS tapes, but my little sister 
hardly does. This is because in the past ten years alone we have been through 
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multiple major shifts in video/entertainment technologies. My grandparents 
bought a whole library of VHS tapes: I don’t think they realized it was possible 
for the format to become totally obsolete as fast as it did. A movie that has been 
around for 50 years, say (and movies in general have only been around for 
about a hundred years) has already been through reel, tape, dvd, and digital 
streaming formats. But now we can see how quickly technology and habits can 
evolve—and we can see that change only gathers momentum. Luckily, humans 
are notoriously adaptable, the very best in fact, and the youth normally adapts 
first, if for no other reason than that the process of learning about a new 
technology becomes totally integrated into their natural process of learning 
about the way the known world works. Instead of dragging behind technology 
shifts, young people notoriously appear to lean ahead into the change, almost 
dragging the times along behind them.  
Learning spaces are always evolving along with the technologies that 
populate them. The classroom has been through countless iterations, but the 
classroom is not and has never been the sole learning space: what about coffee 
houses, libraries, study rooms, workshops, arboretums, living rooms, dinner 
tables, taverns, offices, and bedrooms? A lot of quality education in our history 
comes from being immersed and engaged in alternative learning spaces. These 
kinds of spaces are ideal habitats for reflective transitions.  
   In his book, Writing on the Wall: Social Media-The First 2000 Years,  Tom 
Standage argues that social media as we know it today is not entirely new but 
rather the latest iteration of a form that has been around for thousands of 
years. People love to network. We are a social species, and we need to be part of 
conversations. Discourse and networking have played a key role in innovation 
and in education. More than that: sparking conversation among scholars evokes 
a feeling of ownership of knowledge and topics. Any coffeehouse-type platform 
needs do two things to discursively function: be comfortable and facilitate the 
flow of ideas in a community. Both characteristics are incubators for innovation 
and inquiry. And virtual spaces have laid out all of the framework necessary for 
comfortable, productive community learning spaces. All we have to do is tap 
and tie into it.  
The idea of user-designed classrooms is not a new one, and it is an idea 
that is certainly coming back into style. And it’s brilliant . . . but also daunting in 
its variability. The problem with updating a classroom to match the need of a 
student is that you have to reinvent the classroom with each individual or with 
every fresh group of students. Or maybe a technology will work really well for a 
couple of years and then become totally or mostly obsolete. This is why I think 
that users need to have something that moves with them without a professor 
reimagining their pedagogy every few years. Think of the user-bridge as an 
adapter. At the classroom end, it inputs the material that has developed over the 
history of the field. At the student end, it is translated into media where the 
students can have natural discourse about the subject integrated into their 
routines. The material that we’re learning of course cannot adapt and change 
fast enough to keep up one hundred percent, but the way that we talk about the 
material can.  
Traditionally, students leave home for higher learning. Now think about 
what that means, or was supposed to mean. You go to get your education, you 
live on campus so you are close to your education, and you spend most of your 
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time around fellow students and academics similarly immersed in academia. 
This tradition no longer matches up with many students, particularly at my 
university. In our university setting, many students are either independent, 
more than likely working and/or raising a family, and attending classes part-
time, or they are dependent on their families and live at home. This means that 
a relatively small portion of our student population actually lives a “traditional” 
immersive college life. So how can we achieve discourse in such an 
environment? I don’t know, but I want to find out. The first step is this . . . 
imagine a world in which most every eighteen-year-old you talk to has a secret 
identity or at least moonlights. 
Transitional Identity 
 My peers communicate with one another as a generation more than 
any generation before. Fast, furious discourse with loads of strategy: strategy 
for making connections, for navigating contexts, for understanding purpose, 
audience, and form. Online, one may flit among sites, sometimes consuming 
information, sometimes producing. My theory is that people, especially in my 
generation, have overarching internet identities and that these identities have 
certain characteristics that carry over to many contexts. This is much like our 
face-to-face lives: we have one identity which is “me” and then we tweak that 
identity depending on the context, while staying somewhat true to ourselves 
and who we are. Starting a tenure on the internet means being allowed a good 
deal of creative power over your new virtual identity and to what degree it ties 
into outside life. Possibilities are near infinite, but preference and platforms are 
limiting. I can see a gap in my own routines. I have networks for images, music, 
movies, culture, news, art, friends, and family, but I have not yet found a 
universal outlet for discourse about my reading, writing, and study interests 
that makes sense in my virtual context. 
In order to discover and develop an academic outlet for entry-level 
college students, let’s start with a profile of an entry-level college student. In 
order to gather this information, we need to know what kind of information we 
want, how we want to apply it, and what students have in common. As an 
entry-level college student, I volunteer my own experience as tribute. 
At this very moment, I am performing the following tasks that are 
related to my work and integral to a writing project I have in my English 1302 
(first-year writing, second semester) class: I have three documents open (a 
working draft, a working outline, and a clipboard), but I am also keeping a 
channel open with my professor to seek advice and encouragement for my 
writing project. I am checking my online survey for responses, so I am 
conducting research and writing about it in tandem. I have the class blog open 
in another tab so I can see assignments and read teacher comments on my 
abstract. I have a chat open with another student seeking solidarity and talking 
about our work strategies. I am immersed in my identity as a writer in this 
moment. And this “tabs” mode of operation is not foreign to me in the slightest, 
though it took me a little while to figure this station out, and I certainly don’t 
use it when I am looking for minimum distraction. But now I do know how to 
live in this station, and I’ve made myself a learning space. I strongly suspect that 
other students do something similar to this, but I have no idea how efficiently. 
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I now turn to behavior that I am almost positive the vast majority of my 
generation has in common with me. When I go online (and I don’t have 
studying to do), I set up a similar station. As a medium profile user, I produce a 
little and interact with material a lot. Even when I open my computer purely to 
kill time, I set up a station for myself: I open my email, messages, music player, 
and web browser. On my web browser, I open two tabs for Tumblr, a tab for my 
blog, and sometimes a tab for Facebook, YouTube, etc.  
How can this profile of me be accurately assessed? How can I tell people 
about this identity or find out if this is an experience common to other students 
entering college? And how do we apply this information? If what works for 
social hubs is more or less universal, than perhaps academic hubs should have 
the same level, form, and function of accessibility. My tentative expectation is 
that the virtual academic outlet I’m beginning to imagine and design (as an 
alternative to existing platforms) will turn out to be a student-oriented hub with 
tie-ins or links to survey services, information services like Wikipedia, open 
channels/chat rooms for teachers and students, some kind of network for 
feedback, and links to student and professor created resources like newsletters 
or podcasts. This resource could be individually managed and customized as 
different kinds of hubs including discussions, interviews, and advice became 
important to the user.  
In and of itself, this proposition poses a small dilemma: what side of the 
hub would we work from? Would we start from the classroom and graft 
resources onto an online platform? Would this limit the space to being used for 
one classroom? Since a user bridge would be primarily a scholarly space, I think 
it should exist mostly independent of the classroom, meaning it could be 
adapted for various courses and discourse could continue even when class is out 
of session. This goal suggests to me that at the student end it would be fixed to 
them and to their media routines as a catalyst for reflective transition to be 
applied to their various learning spaces. 
Transitional Community 
As part of this line of thought, I designed a survey asking students and 
professors about their media habits. I did not restrict it to entry level college 
students, although that information could be gathered in the process. The 
reason I left that open-ended is because this hub I’m imagining needs to take 
into account the routines of the average internet person and to compare 
strategies over the course of a college career. I based the questions on the survey 
on my self study and the questions that would prompt me to accurately gauge 
my habits and media and study patterns. Here are my initial survey questions 
and explanations of each: 
1. How old are you? This is an obvious question. I want to generate a profile 
of the user that includes age because of the range of student experiences 
linked to age, college entrance, work experiences, and generational 
trends. 
2. How do you use the internet? Here, I will include a grid of application 
formats and purpose. Are students reading/using photos, text, video, 
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and/or audio? Is the function of their online work networking, posting, 
blogging, browsing, lurking, and/or gaming? 
3. How old were you when you joined your first networking site? I believe this 
question will help me to gauge how at home a user is in a virtual space. 
4. Describe your online routine. How much time do you spend and where? 
5. How do you manage/organize your internet time?  
6. How do you manage/organize your study time?  
7. Do you listen to music or play other media while studying? Together, these 
four questions will help me get a profile of actual student practices and 
details on the processes of studying and social media usage that I hope to 
connect. 
8. Is there a site that changed the way you use the internet? How? This last is 
my favorite question. A little bit extra, but central to this project. Why? 
Because I am proposing a shift in the way students use the internet, I 
need to know what causes such a shift in nature. 
Using the information gathered in this survey, I want to plan and build a 
hub for writing students and professors. By collaborating with IT experts, first 
year writing students, and rhetoric and composition teachers about real 
practices, I believe the resulting open-source site can be independent of a 
company or institution so that the users will truly own and adapt the learning 
space. The space's design needs to accommodate new discourse and link to 
resources, communities, projects, campaigns, and ongoing conversations, both 
local and virtual. As a meta project, our hub can make its start as a collaborative 
platform for our university’s writing community to continue and extend our 
conversations and our identities as writers. 
 
My theory is that people, especially in my generation, have 
overarching internet identities and that these identities have 
certain characteristics that carry over to many contexts. This is 
much like our face-to-face lives: we have one identity which is 
“me” and then we tweak that identity depending on the context, 
while staying somewhat true to ourselves and who we are. 
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